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On Dec. 14 the legislative commission examining links between the Cali drug cartel and the 1994
election campaign of President Ernesto Samper ruled there was insufficient evidence to launch a
full-scale investigation of the president. Nevertheless, the scandal continues to cast a shadow on the
Samper administration and its relationship with the US.
The Accusations Commission announced that it had voted 14-to-1 to shelve a preliminary probe into
charges that Samper personally authorized the receipt of US$6 million in Cali cartel drug money to
win the election in 1994. Eleven of the committee's 15 members belong to Samper's Partido Liberal.
Under Colombian law, the commission had three options: it could have definitely closed the case,
meaning that Samper could not have been investigated on the same charges again; it could rule as
it did that there was insufficient evidence to charge the president, which allows the investigation
to be reopened in the future; or it could have recommended that the Senate begin impeachment
proceedings against the president.
Charges that drug money found its way into Samper's campaign first erupted two days after
Samper's election in June 1994. The investigation by the Accusations Commission began last
August (see NotiSur, 06/24/95, 04/04/95, and 08/25/95). The campaign finance scandal, which led
to the arrests of several of Samper's closest political associates including former defense minister
Fernando Botero and Santiago Medina, treasurer of Samper's campaign has soured ties with
Washington and intensified long-standing suspicions about Colombia's underlying commitment to
the anti-drug fight. The commission's decision is unlikely to calm the troubled waters.
US Ambassador Myles Frechette has warned that the US may remove Colombia's certification as a
partner in the fight against drugs next year, withdrawing key aid and trade preferences. Conditional
certification barely squeaked by last year. "The certification process for performance in 1995 is
going to be more difficult in Washington this year," Frechette said in a recent interview with
National Public Radio. "The question of US counter-narcotics policy is now part of the presidential
campaign discussions, and that means that harder positions will be adopted." Reaction to the
Accusation Commission's decision in Colombia was mixed. "It's what the defense expected; we're
very pleased," said Antonio Jose Cancino, Samper's lawyer, after the ruling was announced.
However, opposition politicians called the ruling by the commission a whitewash even before
it was announced and said they will continue demanding that the president step down. But the
opposition is weak and divided, and even some of Samper's most outspoken critics concede that he
has shown enormous staying power as the scandal unfolded. "You prick him and he doesn't bleed,"
said Sen. Enrique Gomez of the 44-year-old president. Samper has insisted from the outset that if
any campaign money from drugs entered his election coffers it did so without his knowledge. "My
innocence has been proven," said Samper in a televised address to the nation following the decision.
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"I hope the chance that I finally had to prove my innocence is given to the other people who are still
facing their charges." The commission's vote to shelve its inquiry removes for the time being the
threat of impeachment that has been dogging Samper and hurting Colombia's financial markets
since the investigation opened on Aug. 1. But analysts point out that Samper is not yet in the clear
and the decision did not absolve him. "I certainly think it is not the end of it," said Bernardo Vargas,
manager at the Bogota branch of ING Barings.
"The process will keep going on and there is a fair probability the president will be questioned
again." "It doesn't mean that he's innocent or guilty," said Jorge Humberto Mantilla, deputy
director of the Accusations Commission. Mantilla said the probe had been closed because there
was not enough evidence to warrant a full congressional investigation, but stressed that it would be
reopened if new evidence surfaces. In addition, Prosecutor General Alfonso Valdivieso is pressing
ahead with his own independent investigation of Samper's ties to the drug cartels. Although the
British magazine The Economist said it expects that the effect of the crisis on Colombia's economy
make it "very probable" that Samper will have to step down in the next six months, the influential
Colombian weekly Semana argued that the president remains strong.
According to Semana, a majority of Colombians prefer to stick with Samper rather than risk the
instability that his leaving the government would bring. "Samper is seen as a good man who has
done the same thing everyone else has done [accepting drug money] and who has been unjustly
persecuted," said an editorial in Semana. Before the decision, polls showed that a growing number
of Colombians believed that not only Samper but his conservative rival Andres Pastrana accepted
drug money campaign contributions.
However, a poll published Nov. 19 by the daily El Tiempo indicated that while 58.3% of Colombians
believed that the drug cartels contributed to Samper's campaign, 61% said he should not resign.
After Samper's television appearance following the commission's decision, his public approval
ratings rose. A poll take by El Tiempo immediately after the program aired indicated that the
president had convinced 65% of the audience of his innocence, while 35% continued to believe
him guilty. In his public address, Samper insisted he would not resign, saying it would be an act
of "cowardice" to abandon his office in the midst of a crisis. (Sources: Reuter, 12/13/95, 12/14/95;
Agence France-Presse, 12/15/95, 12/20/95; Inter Press Service, 12/14/95, 12/22/95)
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